to manage these disputes, the GAO report finds that the NAGPRA office -which has an annual budget of US$1 million -is beset by problems including inadequate resources and poor record-keeping. These can delay repatriations and make it harder to reach decisions on contentious cases. "We have heard for years the NAGPRA office statistics were often wrong, but it is like pulling teeth to get them corrected, " says Vincas Steponaitis, an archaeologist at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, who in 2004-08 served on the NAGPRA review committee that oversees repatriations and adjudicates on ownership disputes.
The report also suggests that the NAGPRA office has manipulated the make-up of the seven-person committee, weakening scientists' voices in its decisions. The committee comprises three tribal members, three representatives of scientific organizations and an independent member agreed on by the others. Nominations for candidates are sent to the NAGPRA office, which makes a recommendation to the secretary of the interior department.
But the GAO audit says that the NAGPRA office inadequately screened these nominees, and passed over nominations for scientific representatives in favour of its own candidates. It also says that the office used "questionable efforts to recruit members" of its own liking, including selecting a candidate six months after the nomination deadline and resurrecting a seven-year-old nomination to fill one of the science seats. "It was clear NAGPRA staff wanted to prevent strong advocates for science as professional organization representatives, " says archaeologist Lynne Goldstein, of Michigan State University in East Lansing, who helped create the act.
The report notes that NAGPRA officials defended such practices, saying that one official "believed that the Review Committee had become too weighted toward the interests of the museum and scientific communities. " The NAGPRA office did not respond to questions from Nature on the matter.
'Crazy and wrong'
The audit also assessed how well eight federal agencies complied with the act. It found that threethe US Army Corps of Engineers, the US Forest Service and the US National Park Service -were highly compliant. But there was less confidence in the remaining agencies, including the US Fish and Wildlife Service and the Tennessee Valley Authority, which operates hydroelectric power plants built in the 1930s, when about 8,400 ancient remains were unearthed.
The report says that the authority failed to publish notices to alert tribes to 337 "culturally affiliated human remains" that could have been repatriated. But the authority denies the charge, and has provided Nature with documents indicating that cultural affiliation was not confirmed, and that notices were sent to five tribes, who did not respond.
A table in the report states that the Fish and Wildlife Service did not notify tribes about 100 culturally affiliated skeletons that were uncovered in Louisiana in the 1930s when the Natchitoches National Fish Hatchery was built. But wildlife-service researchers and tribe representatives say that these skeletons were not removed from the site. The GAO report's suggestion otherwise is "crazy; it's wrong", says Bobby Gonzalez, NAGPRA officer for the Caddo Nation, now of Binger, Oklahoma. Archaeologists add that such mistakes are indicative of the NAGPRA office's poor record-keeping.
"The GAO findings are examples of everything I've heard about for a decade, " says Goldstein. She and others say that they hope the report will lead to a shake-up at the NAGPRA office to ensure that rules on Native American artefacts are followed properly.
